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The Kamehameha Early Education Program.

The Kamehameha Early Education Program (KEEP) is a research and

deVelOpMent program of The Kamehameha Schools/Bernice P. Bishop Estate.

The mission of KEEP is the development, demonstration, and disbemination

.Of.thethods for improving the education_of_Bawaiian.and.Part4awaiian,

-children. These activities are Conducted at the Ka. Meil'ono,ResOarfh

and_ Demonstration School, and in-public classrob* in Cooperation with

the-,State Department of Education. KEEP projects ancractivi4eS inVolvte

-many aspects of the eduCational profess', including tschettraining,

ci4riculum development, and child motivation, language, anLCOgnition.

More detailed descriptions of KEEP's history and operations are presente&

in Technical Reports #1-4.
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Abstract

,Thie4aper reports an_ investigation of a test of plurality and past tense itv

standard English (SE). The subjectS were in,a_kindergarten class, and. were%

.sPeakets of Hawaii Cteole English- (HCE). The test used was,a.iepliCaof.one

used. in The results of the test administration shawid;:tha*.theKE,

r---
111m4411k children produCed very te* SE, plural for* And,,paS* tease WM*.

On-Ciude, hOWever, that the subjects have no tOmpeen4-14Ckhe80-iwo,*dis,of

----sE As-inaccurate. TO-A iaige degree, the,test,deSigu-indithe.teat:SitUa49M.

.
contributed to the HCE-speaking subjects' reSUlti. It is 14potheeiked'f04*

thd.cultural difference6 between HCE-Speaking aildren,in-Honolulu,

4-1-0"e:skins children in- Boston are respOntible for the situation.



Technical Report #30

The Acquisition of Plurality and Tense By Pidgin - Speaking Children'

Richard R. Day

Hawaii abounds in misconceptions about local speechor Pidgin, as itia

-commonlycalled.2 It is not unusual to hear educators and laymen

flag-that:pidgin is broken speech, or phor has no

_grammar or that it -has no rules. For ariongtime, t (State DetiartMent of

-BducatiOnjladas one of its goals the eradication of. Pidgin from the speech :of

",local students.

Part. of our work at the Kamehameha Early *Ino4fiOn-itoiiim7(kg#4 is,the-
,__

separation of fact from fiction with regard to)Pidgin. We are: attempting`

prOvide answers to such question as,'"Are Pidgin- speaking Chiidreu AdVerseiT

affected by their speech in school?" "Is it-true thai.aptaking1idgin causes

reading disabilities?" "Should standardEnglish"be taught as a second language

or dialect to local students?" In an effort to assess the linguistiC compe-

tencetence of Pidgin-speaking children, wi\investigated whether or notthkkihder-

garten students at KEEP, most of whom speak Pidgin, ihsaemthe sUles Which,

govern the formation of past tense and plurality in Standard-English (SE).

'This is a revised edition of a talk given to,the Hawaii Psychological
ASsOciation in Honolulu, May, 1972.

2-Pidgin-wili be,used throughout this article as A-coyer term for the actual
_

lingulatic,sithation which is somewhat more complex than-theL>tetm-Pidgin

,dentoeS. Day (1973a) posits the existence. of a post - creole-continuum: Which

is i7-the-piocess of dedreolizing. The continuum, often refOrtedro'SsilaWaii
`ereble-tngliah, is coMpoied of.aseries-Of overlapping'sySiem0, ringing from
a linguistic system- which-is very different from Standard English to one which h

-differs-onlY slightly from standard-English.
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Plurality and Tense in SE

bur investigation replicated an investigation carried out in 1957-58

in the greater Boston area by Jean Berko Gleason. She wanted' to discover if

kindergarten and first grade children possessed the rules for the formation

'Of ,plurality, past tense, diminuitiye, compounded, or derived words, derived

adjeCtives 'third person singular habitual, singular and plural pOssesaiVei

comparative and superlative adjectives, progressive;, and ,cOmpbund WOrds-

,(1471::-.1567-57). In current linguistic jargon, !3he.140!;t0a: to learn if her

subjects -had-internalized the rules relating to these phenomena.,

Gleason's exneriMent hag becoie- a classic. To.inaice Ore, that the ubjects

'had internalized-the rules and were not-merely repeating .prev,iotullY learned'

for*, she -used nonsense words, much lilce,the words'thai_LeWis carioli, used

in Alice in Wonderland. Based on English phonology,, they sOOnded likewOrde:

which could really be- English, but had never made it. Gleasen Teat,1004' that j

If the children -were able to produce a correct plural fOrm,, for example, ,for

a word they `had never heard before, then it could-be safely concluded- that trioa

children indeed possessed, a productive rule for plural forMation.

Gleason's procedure for getting the children to produce, the appropriate

responses without asking them directly was as follows: ors plural formation,

for example, she showed the children make-believe objects. She said, "This

is-a-wog: Now-there is another one. There-are-two .ot them.- -There.are-

two ." (1971:155). For east tense formation, she, would show the sub-

jects a picture of &man performing a certain action, and-would-say,. ,for

-example, "Here is a man 'that knows how to rick. He is ricking:. _:He did the

same thing yesterday. Whatdid he'd() yesterday? Yesterday he .tt

(1971:156).

Gleason's, investigation ccnvincingly demonstrated that bbth kindergarten
_
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and gtade children had internalized the morphological rules for which

Ille-waS'.).00king. There was a slight difference between t!:e two ,grades, with

the .first grade'childrenshowing-slightlmore-fortb-thIli-the-kiddergArten

children, but,bdth groups indeed possessed the rules.

Plurality and dense in Pidgin

tnorder,to -replicate the conditiond under which Gleason.ran her inVesti-,-

.gatiOn,-our test was administered bY'Evelyn.CroW,,,a,,,,graduate student in the

DePittment of English -as a Second Language, University of Hawaii. -ThuS

f

relationshig; between the investigator and the subjects was the same in both

cases: an unfamiliar adult female. This report will -focus only on the results

which we obtained at KEEP as they pertain to'the formation of past tense and

plurality.

Results for past tense formation. There were eight items relating to

past tense,six of which were nonsense words: sOoed-,, riCked,mOtted, bodded;
n.

winged (or;glang), and binged. The two SE words were rang and melted. There

were only three correct responses for the nonsense. words, And-they.were all

for ricked; 'there was only one correct SE response, and that was for=uelted.

That is, twenty-seven children took the test and there were -eight test items

for past tense formStion, making a total possible- number of correct responses

of 216. Our Pidgin-speaking kindergarten subjects displayed-four correct

responses, as a group. Thesefour-correct-response0 tid-not come- `from' any-one--

particular chi I, but from four different children. Thus' we Can claim that

not one child out of the twenty-seven showed any control-of the.SE.morphologi-T

CSI-filles-for-pasttentie formation.

Results -for plural formation... There were ten iteMi'relating,to plurality,

nine of which were nonsense words: wugs, Butches, kazhes, tors, ltnso-nizes,

etas, tisses,_and_heafs. The one SE word was glasses. -Theri-was'only one
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,corrmr response for the,items in the nonsense class, and that was wugs.

There were two correct responses to glasses. Twenty-seven children took the

test-and there were ten test items for plural formation, making a total

ponsible number of correct responses of 270. Our Pidgin-speaking kindergarten

subjects_ displayed three correct responses, as a group. Again, these three.,'

reaponaen,came from m-different children. Therefore,,we,can claim thatnotOne

Child,outsof the twenty-seven showed any control of the SE morphological xule,

fin' :the formation of plurality.

Further; not only did-the children not display any control over or know-

ledge of the Appropriate SE rules, they also did-not use -any ,Pidgin forMst

We 14kitithat pant tense in Pidgin, for example, InforMad'byplacinuthe:,past--------

.tense morpheme, wen, before the simple form of the verb. Thus, the past ,tense-

Pidgin equivalent of the SE sentence, hit the man,- is .1 wen hit,da man.

RoWeVer, not one of the KEEP kindergarten children ever produced a response,

such an Yesterday he wen `rick.

Interpretations,of Responses

There are several possible interpretations of these results. Let us

-begin with the most obvious one first. For some reason, the KEEP- children and,

by generalization, since we have no reason to believe that these children are

not typical of other Pidgin-speaking children, Pidgin-speaking children in

Travaii do not possess thkentegbfree 6f-dither Oinftedde be plurality.

Since they-did not display any grasp of the rules involved in forming past

tense in either SE or Pidgin, the children must be lacking this grammatical

.concept. Thus they are deficient; not only are they deficient in SE, but -in

Pidgin also! This interpretaion- would have significant implications for the

curriculum of the- public Sam's. Given these two major deficiencies, Pidgin-

speaking.children should be subjected-to an intensive program of instruction
:
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in English as a second language or dialect. This program would, have to be

given-when-a child enters school in order to overcome his/her handicap as soon_

as- possible.

A second interpretation of the test results takes a completely different

point of view. It is that the experiment failed, not the children. Even

though Gleason's test was-successful with middle class children in the Boston

1

area, it.did pot succeed in assessing the linguibtic competence of the Hawaiian

children-in Kalihi, Honolulu. That is, the Hawaiian children did not perform

dettpite independent evidence of competence, a finding-also reported by

Gallimore and Tharp :(1974). Our'multiple tape recordings-of the same- twenty-

seven children tinde'r different circumstances-producing giit tenses and plUril

forms, in both SE /and Pidgin, support this interpretation. The argument:againit

it is that the examples which we recorded could be merely instances of-learned-
/

forms, and the proof that the children have not internalized the rules is

that they were unable to produce new forms, to apply the rules, on the Gleason

test.

The reply to this argument is that included on the Gleason test, as

noted earlier, are several SE words. For plurality, it is glasses. Given the

widespreaduse of thls word, one could assume that at least, say, 25Z of the

children would have learned this' plural form and should have produced IZ; on the

test. Only one child did, however, thereby giving support to the interpreta-
,

tion that the test or the testing situation is at fault and not the

children. That is, we have independent Knowledge that the subjects can pro-

dude SE plural forms. Since the subjects did not show any evidence of thiS

cnowledge, it could be concluded that the circumstances were not appropriate

for displaying this knowledge.

In further support of this interpretation, consider the following

10
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observations about Pidgin grammar. The first is that the sentence on the

text which calls for the plural form contains a numerical quantifier: two.

There are two

a plural morpheme is

to say two book, for

wiag. Or it might be

which the-test,items

. It is possible that in Pidgin the addition of

redundant in this construction. It might be appropriate

example. .Thug, it would also be appropriate to say two

that there are phonological constraints on plural formation

favor. pus the Pidgin-speaking children, follaying the

rules of Pidgin grammar, would not use a plural form.

- Not./ consider past tense formation. Day (1973b) demonstrated that there

is-a rule at work in Pidgin called tense neutralization. Briefly, this rule

says that if there are two or more Markers of peat tease in an utterance then

at least one of them can be omitted: Thutz-in the-sentenceYesterday-he_riaked-,

there-are two past tense markersyesterday and -ed, the past tense morpheme.

Given tense neutralization, the past tense morpheme, the second one, can be

correctly omitted in Pidgin. Thus we would get the appropriate Pidgin

response, Yesterday he rick.

In addition to the type of reply in which there is no past tense morpheme,

KEEP kindergarten children also frequently replied using the progressive,

-ing form. For example, a child would reply He EIting instead oethe 6406-add'

He matted. The basis for this reply can be found in the question. Let us

look at it again: The examiner says

Here is a man that knows how to mott.

He is matting.
He did the same thing yesterday.
What did he do yesterday?
Yesterday he

The second line contains an -ing form. It is expected, however, that the

child will focus on or be cued by the did in the third line and the did in the

fourth line.- There is, though, nothing to pre7ent the child from picking up

11
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on the -in.& form. In her experiment, Gleason mentions that some of her

..ubiects also replied with the progressive, and that children doing so would

-haVe to be prompted to try again. When so prompted, her subjects usually

reaponded with the appropriate forms. Our children when prompted, would either,

continue to use the -ing form or would switch to the simple form, such

This latter response, as we have seen, is correct according to the rules of

Pidgin grammar.

It_should be pointed out that often the V'EP kindergarten children used

the -ing form without the auxiliary be. If a subject were to use _the

form, in Si one would have to say, for example, Yesterday he_was rickins. The

equivalent pidgin reply to -this is Yesterday-he-ricking: The-Was-can-be

omitted because of the preceding past tense adverb yesterday, bebauseof tense

neutralization.

A final bit of support for the accuracy of the interpretation that the-

-Pidgin-speaking children are not defiCient may be found in the nature of the

test situation itself. What we have is a dyadic interaction between an adult

and a child. One could speculate that perhaps there is something, in the

children's culture which does not lend itself to performing well under-this

conditiOn. The adult-child situation could be too threatening to the child.

A third interpretation of the test results could "at the test-is

indeed adequate, and-that the conditions under Whith it is administered ar

-Also adequate, but that the cemplex language situation in Hawaii tends to. delay

complete language development. It has been demonstrated elsewhe,..:e-that in

bilingual situations the children lag somewhat behind monolingual children

in the acquisition of both languages. In Hawaii, it might be!the case that

Pidgin - speaking children are also in a bilingual environment, with- E and

Pidgin_competing for development and acquisition. It must be noted that this

12
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interpretation dOes not automatically rule out the second interpretation ills=
..... _.:....

, cnesed .abnve:, Both are possible, and likely, and together would help in
-...._ .

,E.:, OiplainirOheteat results.

*at we hive attempted to demonstrate is that it is not alwaya, approtriate

to use the same test Instrument in cross-cultural studies.. -An excellent .44: 4_

In class culture in. the Boston area. apparently failed. in Pidgin=

:Speaking -}kinolulu,..._ It can also be felt that our work has also demonstrate(

thatñot only can a test Such as Gleason's fail, but it :can even produce

deMaging;resUlte- if those who are interpreting-thew do not -Understand the

(CUltUre and'the speech code of the -subject's.
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